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ABSTRACT

This paper is an attempt to place Washington Irving’s A History
of New York within the pastoral tradition pf American literature.
It
acknowledges the work as one of the first significant productions of
American fiction to utilize the tensions between the pastoral attitude
of Americans toward their land and society, and the progressive attitude
of unrestrained freedom and ambitious individualism which threatened
to destroy basic pastoral ideals.
Irving embodies the two impulses of the pastoral and the progressive
in the History in two opposing cultures:
the sensual, indolent Dutch
community, and the ambitious Yankee individualists.
By exaggerating
both personifications into comic caricatures, Irving reveals the flaws
of both the extreme pastoral innocence reflected by the Dutch and the
ambitious materialism seen in the Yankee society.
At the heart of this contrast is the American landscape and the
relation of Irving’s two mythic cultures to it. The Dutch community
responds to the land and to nature itself as a maternal entity.
The
Yankee culture, however, abuses the land by the unnecessary destruction
of w-ilderness areas, obsessively and continually moving westward to
clear more land.
In showing these basic contrasts between the Dutch and Yankee
societies Irving discovers isolationism to be the only hope for the
survival of a pastoral community.
Seeking a compromise between pastoral
ideals and the priorities of a growing, progressive nation, Irving instead
found the only solution to be withdrawal.
In brief discussion of two later short stories by Irving, "The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow" and "Rip Van Winkle," shows that these stories
also reflect the tensions which Irving contrasted in the History. In
"Rip Van Winkle," however, Irving shows the pastoral community finally
transformed into a progressive American town, reflecting his own impression
that American pastoral ideals had been permanently and entirely relegated
to the realm of myth.
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Pastoral Imagery In
Irving’s History of New York

In the quarter-century following the American Revolution,
the new nation began to evolve its own national character,
a collective identity free of colonial restrictions,
Americans faced the task of coordinating and unifying a
group of former colonies into the single nation which the
War of Independence implied was already in existence.

In

those first precarious years, when many Americans feared
that the nation would not survive, a rather self-conscious
search was waged for ways in which America might express
itself as a unified country.
One factor in A m e r i c a ’s cultural unification was the
common experience of Americans with their land.

In literary

expression the American landscape appeared not only in
narrative descriptions, but also in imagery and metaphors
which linked the American’s attitudes and goals with his
physical surroundings. .1

Charles Brockden Brown,

for example,

writing of Am e ri ca ’s dependence on European culture,
his remarks in imagery of uncultivated lands.

framed

MThe causes,

indeed,” Brown wrote,
why the intellectual soil of America is
so comparatively sterile are obvious.
We

do not cultivate it; nor while we can re
sort to foreign fields, from whence all
our wants are so easily and readily supplied,
and which have been cultivated for ages,
do we find sufficient inducement to labour
in our own.2
However, Brown foresaw a day when America,

"by . • . fur

nishing a ready market for the works of domestic hands and
heads, will at length generate a race of artists and authors
. . . who may vie with those of Europe. "3
B r o w n ’s observations on the state of American culture
are commonplace enough; more significant are the metaphors
he uses in expressing them, which reflect a crucial contra
diction in thought about America and American culture.

His

basic metaphor— America as an untilied field— would figure
prominently in the works of that "race of artists and authors
he foresaw:

the American landscape,

and the A m e r i c a n ’s

relation to it, would be at the heart of American literature.
However, an entirely different attitude toward culture and
its relation to a particular place and society is implied by
the metaphor of artistic productions as commodities awaiting
a "ready market."

The former metaphor implies an oi'ganic

view of man, nature, and culture;

the latter, a mechanical

view that would itself become the subject of much of A m e r i c a ’
most significant literature— a view that would lead both to
the actual despoliation of the American landscape and to
numerous literary evocations of that landscape as a symbol
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of a world and a harmony that have been lost.^
In December,
marks,

1809, some eight years after B r o w n ’s re

there appeared an American book entitled A History of

New York from the Beginning of the World to the End of the
Dutch Dynasty, by Diedrich Knickerbocker,

The young man

whose pseudonym thus appeared, Washington Irving, would
eventually be recognized as one of America's native literary
talents.

Irving's History, a burlesque view of the early

Dutch settlements of New York, includes some factual history
and a great deal of appreciative description of the beauties
of the American land.

Irving's symbolic landscape forms the

background for a struggle between an organic, or pastoral
culture, and its mechanical, or progressive, opposite.

To

the victor would go, perhaps literally, the spoils of the
American land.

Irving's choice of theme reflects the same

ambivalence about America's attitude toward itself which
would inform later American literature.
Within the climate of growing nationalism at the begin
ning of the nineteenth century, Washington Irving was begin
ning his reluctant career as a lawyer, and his more satisfying
avocation as author of political and social satire.

By the

age of twenty-seven Irving had completed The Letters of
Jonathan Oldst yl e, G en t. (1802-03) and Salmagundi (in collabor
ation with James Kirke Paulding and William Irving,
A conservative though inactive Federalist,

1807-08).

Irving in these

k

early works satirized the Jeffersonians, New Y o r k ’s polite
society, and the manners of the young America.5

The History

of New Y o r k , however, makes use of limited themes to gain a
continuity and structural cohesiveness lacking in the earlier
productions of miscellaneous satirical pieces.
Irv in g’s activities during the years 1807-09 took no
decided direction,

as he nominally pursued his lav/ studies

but still found in them no real interest or personal satis
faction.

He spent more time visiting the theaters and the

young ladies of New York than in serious preparation for the
law.

At twenty-seven Irving remained the pet of his family,

a man v/ith no real financial needs and little inclination for
business.

Law studies and, later,

a position in the family

firm were Irv in g ’s means of compromise betv/een the everyday
world and the social and literary world where imagination
took precedence over business acumen.

The exaggerated tone

and somewhat uneven narrative of the History might be seen
as an imaginative reflection of the conflicts in its a u t h o r ’s
life during the time of its creation;^ as the w o r k ’s genesis
is described by Irving’s biographer,

Stanley T. Williams,

only through this history of 1809 do we
really see Irving during the twenty-two
months of its composition— chuckling with
Peter [Irving] over their new, ’’short”
jeu d ’esprit; fleeing to Montreal to shun
its terrifying growth; bantering with Ann
Hoffman to forget it; returning to it, as
to a rock in a weary land; and finally,
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tossing it to the printer in a frenzy as
if it symbolized the chaos of these two
years.7
Perhaps the key word for the History itself as well as
for'Irving1s life at the time may well be "chaos.11

Irving

develops a basic theme of order versus disorder in the
History through the opposition of the simple Dutch and their
cunning neighbors,

the Yankees.

Irving's Dutchmen,

though

orderly in their simplicity, also represent an unfortunately
sensual and indolent c u l t u r e . 8

The Yankees,

and more intellectual than the Dutch,
self-interested individualism.

though ambitious

cause disorder by their

Thus in the History Irving

attacks both pastoral ignorance and religio-economic fanaticism,
and as in his own life seeks a compromise between indolence
and ambition, between imagination and reality.
In effecting this compromise,

Irving embodies in his

comic history one of the most important elements of American
mythology,
brates,

the pastoral ideal.

The American pastoral cele

as did the classic form, the virtues of living in

harmony with nature.

Leo Marx identifies the pastoral

setting as "the middle landscape"9 between primitivity and
decadence.

The Dutch, in their realization of the pastoral

myth, occupy the middle ground between complete naturalism
and the materialism of the Yankees.

Irving's version of the

pastoral myth is contained in Books II and III of the History,
forming its own middle ground between the chaos of world
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creation discussed in Book I and the chaos of socio-political
decline discussed in Books IV-VTI.
The Dutch world of I rvingfs creation also reflects the
fragmentation and confusion caused by progress in contemporary
America.^

His Dutchmen face the same onslaught of progress

and resultant change which the new republic was facing in the
early years of the nineteenth century.

Irv in g’s depiction of

the Dutch in mythic terms expresses both a personal and a
cultural need to mitigate the onslaught and to compromise
between the forces of tradition and progress.

When writing

of the creation of modern myth, Austin Warren explains that
when old, long-felt, self-coherent ways
of life (rituals with their accompanying
myths) are disrupted by "modernism," most
men (or all) are impoverished; as men
c a n ’t live by abstractions alone, they
have to fill their voids by crude, extem
porized, fragmentary myths (pictures of
what might or ought to be).
To speak of
the need for myth, in the case of the
imaginative writer, is a sign of his felt
need for communion with his society, for
a recognized status as a?tist functioning
within society.11
A picture of "what might or ought to be," though in a rather
exaggerated form, evolved in the History through I r vi ng ’s
portrayal of the Dutch s o c i e t y ’s movement from a state of
vulnerable pastoral innocence to one of safe and timeless
isolation.

Irving, employing mythic history as an artistic

response to the disorder of current conditions,

sought to
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reassure both himself and his society.

Creation of the work

made him artist; inclusion of the myth within the work
identified him as a part of his society, aware of its doubts
and its needs as well as its problems.
As the pastoral myth which Irving used grew from the
image of America as the New World garden,
myth of progress.

so also did the

The possibility of unhindered individual

industry was a corollary of the c ou ntry’s fertility.

Nature—

and its profitable use by man— seemed inexhaustible just as
the limits of the American continent seemed unreachable.
Every kind of improvement seemed possible in a land where
natural resources were so plentiful and individual talent sc
free to develop.
In a sense,

this myth of illimitable improvement is

directly opposed to the pastoral myth, the former emphasizing
self-interest and individual freedom,
and community.

the latter tradition

In his History Irving exploits this funda

mental tension between the two ideas of pastoral community
and progressive individualism by employing them as opposing
impulses, both exaggerated to comic extremes.
picture of a luxury-loving,

In the idyllic

slow-minded community,

creates his caricature of the pastoral Dutch.

Irving,

The spirit of

industry— albeit totally self-serving— he links with the
Yankees.

The unintellectual sensuality of the Dutch shows

the dangerous vulnerability of innocence, while the pioneering

8

industry of the Yankees shows abuse of, rather than harmony
with, the pastoral setting.

By thus separating the two

American mythic impulses Irving could effectively show first,
how they were opposed and, second, how they became inter
mingled to form a dominant theme in American life.

The pastoral quality of I rving’s History is apparent
to even a casual reader,

as this quality, like everything

else in the work, is somewhat exaggerated.

Ir vi ng ’s Dutch

men are living in the garden of the New World;

the bounty of

nature is established again and again in descriptions of
lush, beautiful landscapes.

In a typical description,

Irving's

persona Knickerbocker notes
[a] modest little interval, opening among
. . . stupendous scenes, yet retreating
as it were for protection into the em
braces of the neighboring mountains,
[which] displayed a rural paradise, fraught
with sweet and pastoral beauties,— the
velvet-tufted lawn, the bushy copse, the
tinkling rivulet, stealing through the
fresh and vivid v e r d u r e .
The pastoral quality in American literature refers, of
course, to much more than idyllic landscape description.
The tension between man's passive acceptance or exploitive
misuse of the paradise apparent in the American landscape

9

forms the underlying theme of the pastoral impulse.

Leo

Marx characterizes this tension in nineteenth-century liter
ature as a collision of the industrialized with the pastoral
world, and regards as pastorals "those works . . . whose
controlling theme is a variant of the conflict between art
and n a t u r e . 3

"Art," in this case, must refer to m a n ’s

"improvement" of his environment into what is known as
civilization.
Tension arises from the American wish to live in the
unencumbered-world of "a rural paradise," allowing nature
to provide all, on the one hand;

and on the other,

the in

herent wish for "progress" and material improvement.
Although the pastoral myth suggests that nature v/ill indeed
provide all of m a n ’s necessities,

realistically native

bounty was not enough to support the grov/ing population of
civilized European colonists.

Nature had to be forced to

supply the produce needed, and man in the New World had to
give up his dream of living a completely pastoral life in
order to provide for the reality of a civilization whose
growth knew no bounds.
Annette Kolodny has summed up the theme of the pastoral
in American literature as "the dream about to be fulfilled,
the momentary grasping of its reality,
disruption and d i s s o l u t i o n . " ^

and its inevitable

Irving's History reflects

this pattern, and is one of the first significant American
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work of fiction to do so.

Though the History helps to in

itiate a pastoral tradition in American fiction which
includes C o o pe r’s Leatherstocking T a l e s , M e lv il le ’s poly~
nesian idylls, and the works of Twain, Frost, and Faulkner,
it has never received proper placement in the American
pastoral tradition.

Using K o l o d n y ’s summary, we can trace

the pastoral myth, with its attendant tensions, in I rving’s
comic rise and fall of the Dutch "empire” in America.
The opening chapters of Dutch exploration and colonization"' 5
recall innumerable travel narratives and promotion tracts
of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century America in which are
related the glories of the New Wo rld. "16

As Hendrick Hudson

and his crew first approach the unexplored country,

they see

he island of Mannahatta spread wide
before them, like some sweet vision of
fancy, or some fair creation of industri
ous magic.
Its hills of smiling green
swelled gently one above another, crowned
with lofty trees of luxuriant growth;
some pointing their tapering foliage
towards the clouds, which were glori
ously transparent; and others loaded with
a verdant burden of clambering vines,
bowing their branches to the earth, that
was covered with flowers.
(p. 98)
In the History Irving’s use of landscape description signals
his adoption of the garden metaphor,
pastoral literature.

the basis of American

The dream of freedom from want appears

to be within reach of the Dutch travellers of the History,
as it did for others during the time of early exploration.
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Irving’s emphasis on the natural bounty of the land places
his early Dutchmen in the perfect setting for the enactment
of the pastoral myth.
The first Dutch settlement of ’’Cornmunipaw,” though it
seems in many ways to be a realization of the pastoral dream,
is only ’’the dream about to be fulfilled,” for Cornmunipaw is
a microcosm of the larger Dutch-American ’’empire.”

The

disruption of this settlement may in part be laid at the door
of one of its inhabitants, Oloffe Van Kortlandt.

Van Kort-

landt arrived in Cornmunipaw ’’after all the land had been
shared o u t ” (p. 110), and therefore moved the council to
look for a new place of settlement so he might be present
when town lots were divided.

The reality of the pastoral

community seems to have been achieved at Cornmunipaw, only
to be disrupted from within by Van K o r t l a n d t ’s land speculation.
But the History passes over Cornmunipaw for the moment
and turns to a more important settlement.

The Dutchmen

undertake further exploration, led by ’’the sage Van Kortlandt”
(p. 122).

This particular Dutchman exemplifies the tension

between passive enjoyment and exploitation of the land.

As

leader of the expedition to found a new colony, he is in a
sense the chief exploiter of nature.

Yet, as will be seen

in the manner of the new co lo n y ’s founding, he is also the
means to the important end of building New Amsterdam, the
mythic capital of Dutch America.
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Nature and Van Kortlandt seem to work together toward
the founding of New Amsterdam.

And in the process,

Irving

gives nature a chance to show both her benevolent and mali
evolent faces.
She is first seen in the guise of provider,
/

as the expedition sights "a shoal of jolly porpoises”
(p.

118), which Van Kortlandt sees as a good omen, meant to

guide the explorers to their fated destination.

The Dutch

men are led past many pleasant scenes of "richly wooded
country, diversified by tufted knolls, shadowy intervals,
waving lines of uplands" (p.

12^).

and

Just as Van Kortlandt

begins to revel in the idea of possessing such vast tracts
of land, nature changes her mood,

the current which had

carried them so peacefully becomes a "whelming tide" (p. 125),
and the little expedition is dragged into the whirlpool of
Hell Gate.
N a t u r e fs changeable moods, which this episode illustrates,
have been celebrated throughout American literature.

The

idyllic landscape description so profusely distributed by
early explorers was balanced by the horror stories of Puritan
narratives which characterized the frontier as a dark, demoninfested, and " h i d e o u s " ^ wilderness.
in some degree correct;

Both these views were

but the significance of the opposition

lies in the fact that there v/ere two such dissimilar attitudes
in the American literary background.

The capacity for both

order, arising from a benevolent natural paradise,

and for
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chaos, taking its existence from that same paradise depicted
rather as a savage wilderness,
American landscape.

was thus present within the

Irving utilized both attitudes toward

landscape in the History; hence,
river into a raging flood,

the changing of a peaceful

even though described in comic

terms, reveals another small element in the theme of order
and disorder, reflecting the duality found in nature itself.
Chastened by their trip through Hell Gate,

the Dutch

adventurers turn back toward Cornmunipaw, convinced "that it
•would never do to found a city in so diabolical a neighbor
hood" (p. 129).

Nature again becomes benevolent,

providing an "obstinate eddy" (p.

however,

129) which leads the

expedition to the true and, it appears,

fated site of New

Amsterdam.
On this spot, after a huge dinner of oysters, Van Kort
landt has a dream which foreshadows the eventual development
of the Dutch colony.
dreamer,

Van Kortlandt was known as a great

"being one of those infallible prophets who predict

events after they have come to pass" (p. 109).

In his

dream, he sees Saint Nicholas, patron saint of the Dutch
community,

smoking a pipe beside the campfire.

The smoke

rises and spreads over a vast extent of the land and
"assumed a variety of marvellous forms, where in dim obscurity
he saw shadowed out palaces and domes and lofty spires,

all

of which lasted but a moment, and then faded away" (p.

132).

Irving sets up, in this one episode,
his entire w o r k . 18

the pattern for

The significance of the dream form is

its relation to the larger dream of the Dutch people,

and

perhaps of all nev/comers to America, of exercising nthe
right to live, as they pleased” (p. 275).
for colonization,
the dream.

In the new site

Van Kortlandt sees the fulfillment of

And though the ponderous Dutchmen fail to realize

it, Van K o r t l a n d !s dream also shows the eventual disruption
of the pastoral reality.
New Amsterdam seemed to develop rapidly with little
effort on the part of the Dutchmen.

This may be seen as an

instance of a maternal nature providing for her Dutch "chil
d re n, ” Irving having chosen appropriate imagery for such an
a s s u m p t i o n . 19

The community grows "like a sturdy brat

suffered to run w i l d ” (p.
(p.

147).

The "infant settlement”

1^0), or the "embryo city" (p. 148) grows rapidly with

out the aid of confining art,

the streets themselves often

laid out by others of n a t u r e fs children,

the cows, whose

paths are later taken up by men.
The Dutchmen are childlike not only in their innocence,
but also in other ways.

Their very appearance as fat, round-

faced individuals suggests the chubbiness of young children.
Their gullibility about supernatural matters and their honesty
also make them seem as guileless as children.

And Knicker

bocker notes that at this time, during the era of early

15

settlement,

Saint Nicholas leaves gifts by the chimney-side

for the adults of
All of these

New Amsterdam as well as for the children.
elements combine to show the New Amster

dammers as Nature's children,
settlement.

the ideal of a pastoral

Irving has also used the traditional imagery

of the American pastoral, which has been termed the "landas-woman metaphor'’-^ to delineate the landscape of the New
World.

Nature is definitely a feminine entity as described

by Irving, and progress a kind of violation.

Knickerbocker

states that his story of New Amsterdam takes place before
"the dark forests which once clothed" the shores of the
Hudson "had been violated by the savage hand of cultivation"
(p. 200).

Apparently,

as a violation of

Irving does

not view the Dutch settlement

the land as long as its limits remain

within the boundaries of the "middle landscape," never straying
into the virgin, wilderness areas.

In this sense, the bounty

which the Dutchmen enjoy is only Nature's maternal provision
for her children.
At this point the History has reached what Kolodny
terms "the momentary grasping" of the dream's reality.

Oloffe

the Dreamer and his followers have migrated to the "promised
land" (p.

139) and found themselves living in a literal New

World garden.

New Amsterdam is described as a

pastoral town, shrouded in groves of
sycamore and willows, and surrounded by

16

trackless forests and wide spreading
waters that seemed to shut out all the
cares and vanities of a wicked world, (p.

1*+8)

The seeds of disorder are perhaps sown in this first,
idyllic era of settlement.

Protected and innocent of the

w o r l d fs problems, New Amsterdam was Ma community governed
without l a w s ” (p. 1M3).
the inhabitants

There was no crime, however, and

"aid one and all demean themselves honestly

and peaceably" (p. 1A9); but it was "out of pure ignorance,
or, in other words, because they knew no better" (p.
This use of the phrase

1A9).

"pure ignorance" reveals Irving1s

critical attitude toward the tranquil Dutch innocence, and
perhaps makes the success of their pastoral existence a bit
less inviting.

Irving satirizes the idyllic innocence which

his persona Knickerbocker seems to

laud so highly, by

implying that only ignorance could sustain such a passive
community.
However,

even the pastoral ignorance of the Dutch cannot

negate, in the end, their background of European knowledge,
and the effect of remembered Old World thought on their nature.
As Howard Mumford Jones notes,
American culture arises from the interplay
of two great sets of forces— the Old World
and the New.
The Old World projected into
the New a rich, complex, and contradictory
set of habits, forces, practices, values,
and presuppositions:
and the New World

17

accepted, modified, or rejected these or
fused them with inventions of its o w n . 21
The ambition which led Oloffe Van Kortlandt to seek a new
site for colonization also infects other New Amsterdammers,
and many
who had never before owned a foot of land,
now began to be discontented with the town
lots which had fallen to their shares;
others, who had snug farms and tobaccoplantations, found they had not sufficient
elbow-room, and began to question the
rights of the Indians to the vast regions
they pretended to hold--while the good
Oloffe indulged in magnificent dreams of
foreign conquest and great patroonships
in the wilderness.
(pp. 153-15A)
The main result of these growing pains of the Dutchmen
was the new interest felt by the mother-country,

!,who,

likely to yield much revenue and no
trouble,

began to take that interest in its welfare which

knowing people evince for rich relations” (p. 155).
result,

however, is set aside for the moment,

This

as is the

undercurrent of expansionism, in favor of the tranquilly
pastoral reign of New A m s te rd am ’s first royal governor,
Wouter Van Twilier.
Irving portrays this character as perhaps the epitome
of sensual irresponsibility.

A man of ’’sedentary hab it s”

(p. 161), Van Twilier seems to have done nothing beyond
eating, sleeping,

and smoking during his entire reign.

18

Given the appellation nthe Doubter” because he made only
one decision in the time of his administration,

Van Twilier

characterizes all the worst habits to which passive, irre
sponsible existence can lead a person.
He was exactly five feet six inches in
height, and six feet five inches in
circumference, • , His legs were short,
but sturdy in proportion to the weight
they had to sustain; so that when erect
he had not a little the appearance of a
beer-barrel on skids,
(p, 161)
This comic caricature of Van Twilier,

combined with his

other attributes of underdeveloped intellect and excessive
sensuality, makes clear one reason for the temporary success
of the pastoral dream in New Amsterdam,

Van Twilier and his

council, by their very somnolence and inactivity, kept the
colony isolated, non-aggressive, and away from harm.
The inhabitants of New Amsterdam, perhaps taking their
cue from such passive leaders, were themselves assured of
the same type of tranquil existence.

Irving draws a softly-

colored picture of the pastoral New Amsterdam,
fashions and Dutch housewives,

of its Dutch

of its cow-trodden streets

and its fashionable tea-parties.

”The province of the New

Netherlands,” he summarizes,
possessed a sweet tranquillity that wealth
could never purchase.
There were neither
public commotions nor private quarrels;
neither parties, nor sects, nor schisms;

19

neither persecutions, nor trials, nor
punishments; nor were there counsellors,
attorneys, catchpolls, nor hangmen.
Every
man attended to what little business he
was lucky enough to have, or neglected it
as he pleased . . . in a word, every re
spectable citizen ate when he was.not
hungry, drank when he was not thirsty,
and went regularly to bed when the sun set
and the fowls went to roost, whether he
was sleepy or not.
(p. 1 7 7 ) ^
An end to such a peaceful, reasonable and understanding
existence was, of course, inevitable.

The Dutchmen lived

like children, without cares or responsibilities, in a
protected, natural world seemingly without flaw.
for them,

Unfortunately

"the days of childhood are too sweet to last.

Cities,

like men, grow out of them in time, and are doomed alike to
grow into the bustle, the cares, and miseries of the w o rl d”
(p«

194).

Though on the surface a very pleasant existence,

this adult childhood of the Dutch is nonetheless a regressive
way of life.

"The days of childhood," when extended past

their usual duration, become a kind of retardation.

The

primitivism inherent in the pastoral myth invites a pro
longation of the childhood state of innocence,
hampering intellectual development.

thus also

Inevitably,

Dutch

pastorality is destroyed by the vulnerability resulting from
their innocent,

childhood state.

Only the isolation of the

pastoral community could preserve it from destructive in
trusion.

20

In the Histo ry , as in other examples of the American
pastoral,

the destruction of the pastoral existence is due

not only to the striving for progress of the main character
or characters, but also to a completely alien influence in
direct opposition to that existence.

In effect,

Irving

personifies the two prominent American mythic impulses,
pastoral and progressive,

embodying them in the opposing

forces of the Dutch and Yankee cultures.
The end of the Golden Age of Dutch tranquillity is sig
nalled by the encroachment of the Yankee onto Dutch soil.
"fT]his most indefatigable of speculators1' (p. 213) symbo
lizes in the History the opposite of Dutch pastorality.
The lank, long-winded,

ever-wandering form of the Yankee

typifies "modernism" and the coming age in America.

The

Yankee, rather than the Dutchman, is the true type of the
American in the H is t o r y , just as he is in the other plays
and tales of Irving's time, and is a good example of Irving's
appropriation of an established type for his own p u r p o s e s . ^3
The Yankees, Knickerbocker notes, evinced "a certain
rambling propensity" causing them to be "in a constant state
of migration . . . and in a manner

ftoj be considered the

wandering Arab fs] of America" (p. 212).

This constant move

ment and restlessness is the overt type of the Dutchmens'
underlying expansionism.

Never satisfied with a present

position, always moving westward to clear more land, the
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Yankees represent Irving's own impression of the restless
spirit of contemporary America.
In Ir vi ng ’s mythic colonies,

the Yankee is no longer

a completely individual wanderer, but has accumulated the
family and belongings of a homesteader.

These additions

allow identification with the American dream of inexhaustible
abundance;

"improvement,” says Knickerbocker, is the Yankee's

"darling passion" (p. 213)*

Progress is the watchword of

both the Yankee and of the new American nation.
their faults,
future.

For all

the Yankees represent both disorder and the

Thus the History v/ill end with the

ascendancy of

the Yankee culture and the passage of the Dutch myth into
virtual oblivion— until it is brought to life again, a
fictional tale told by a fictional author, when the cultural
and personal need for it arises.
According to Diedrich Knickerbocker,

the Yankees first

made their way to America as a means of escape, and continued
to escape one thing or another for years thereafter.

In

Book III, where these great natural enemies of the Dutch
first make their appearance,

the Yankees are seen in their

original role of persecuted Englishmen seeking liberty of
conscience and freedom of speech.

So "they one and all

embarked for the wilderness of America,

to enjoy, unmolested,

the inestimable right of talking" (p. 206).

In the following

years of the History they continue to exercise their hard-
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won right, blowing volubly through the chapters in their own
search for the American dream— for the Yankees represented
by an "air castle" (p. 21V) or the family homestead.

These

homesteads, having been improved by barns and cornfields,
soon become too confining (or too financially draining)
the Yankee colonists and are abandoned,

for

their owners making

their escape to wander to another improvable plot of land,
and then yet another.
This migratory behavior of the Yankees shows the primary
distinction between their culture and that of the Dutch.
emphasis placed on individualism by the wanderers,

The

as opposed

to the sense of pastoral community held by the New Amster
dammers, is used to imply a kind of selfishness which Knick
erbocker shows in their abuse of the land.

The Y a n k e e ’s

concern is not with attaining harmony with the land and with
his fellow men, but instead with gaining all he can from one
location before abandoning it in preference for another.
”He soon grows tired of a spot where there is no longer any
room for improvement,” Knickerbocker says,

"and wanders

away in search of new lands,— again to fell trees,— again to
clear cornfields,— again to build a shingle palace, and
again to sell off and wander" (p. 215).

The Dutch sense of

community restrains the New Amsterdammers from wandering off
singly in search of lands and individual fortunes, and
effectively commands the necessity of harmony within the
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society.

Abuse of the land is prevented by the necessity of

remaining in one place,

as a single community.

The possibility of social disorder due to just such
individualism as the Yankees evince early became an under
lying threat in American life.

The freedom offered by the

New World wilderness was often too inviting for colonists
to remain within old social and political boundaries.

The

promise of ever-renewable wealth and abundance, held out by
the uncharted and even unimagined lands of the v/est, soon
outweighed the promise of safety which was available within
tightly-knit social groupings.
in America,

Th,e rise of individualism

and with it the rise of disorder,

can be directly

traced to the colonists’ growing realization of the potenti
alities of the American land.
In Irv i ng ’s History the trait of individualism is not
confined solely to the Yankee race.

Irving has taken another

established type— the frontiersman— and used him for satirical
purposes.

In the popular mind, the frontiersman was already

becoming an American hero.
cultures,

A mixture of white and Indian

the frontiersman was at home in the wilderness;

with his knowledge of the land and of Indian ways,

the figure

of the frontiersman suggested a final triumph of the colonists
over the wilds of America.
In the History the character of Dirk Schuiler is a kind
of Dutch frontiersman, a self-exiled outcast from the civilized
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regions who retains only the trait of individualism from
the popular characterization.
is an opportunistic,

In Irving's portrait Schuiler

lazy, and practically unprincipled

ruffian— an obvious satirization of the Daniel Boone

i m a g e . 2^-

"This vagrant philosopher," writes Knickerbocker,
was supposed to have some Indian blood in
his viens, which was manifested by a cer
tain Indian complexion and cast of counte
nance, but more especially by his pro
pensities and habits.
He was a tall, lank
fellow, swift of foot, and long-winded.
He was generally equipped in a half-Indian
dress, with belt, leggings, and moccasons.
His hair hung in straight gallows-locks
about his ears, and added not a. little to
his sharking demeanor.
It is an old re
mark, that persons of Indian mixture are
half-civilized, half-savage, and half
devil,— a third half being provided for
their particular convenience.
It is for
similar reasons, and probably with equal
truth, that the backwoodsmen of Kentucky
are styled half men, half horse, and half
alligator, by the settlers on the Mississ
ippi, and held accordingly in great respect
and abhorrence.
(pp. 372-373)
The treatment of S c h u i l e r fs character also expresses the
only overt moral judgement that Irving (or Knickerbocker)
seems to

make in the H is to ry .

His laziness,

thievery, and

general weakness of character are symbolic of the effects of
too much freedom on human n a t u r e . 25

The caricature of Schuiler

recalls both Hector St. John de Crevecoeurfs Letters of an
American Farmer (1782)26 and early European speculations
that everything— including man— degenerated in the New World.
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Once accustomed to the wilderness,

it was feared, men lost

all sense of moral or spiritual values,

carrying individualism

to its anarchic limits and causing the eventual break-up of
accepted social systems.

Schuiler, originally from New Amster

dam, shows the effects of frontier degeneration, and reempha
sizes the relationship between individualism and disorder.
Like the Yankees, Schuiler continually moves from place to
place, unable to remain long in a community setting without
in some way disrupting society.

While the individualism of

the Yankees took the form of Msquatting,? within Dutch ter
ritory, harassing peaceful Dutchmen with their long-windedness,
and generally making a nuisance of themselves,

S ch ul l er ’s

reveals itself in an aversion to work and a penchant for
stealing.

In both cases the end result is irritation and

disorder wherever a Yankee or Schuiler shows himself.
Schuiler*s one commendable action— informing Peter Stuyvesant
of an attack on a Dutch fort— comes about only because the
frontiersman has stolen from both parties involved and finds
New Amsterdam his only place of refuge.

Knickerbocker notes

that Schuiler ’’took to his heels just before the catastrophe
and confusion at the garrison” (p. 375) > leaving behind him,
as usual, a community in disorder.
We see the mounting tension of pastoral New Amsterdam
attempting to deal with such disruptive individualism in
Books IV-VII of I r v in g’s H is to ry .

The Yankees,

’’those

26

moss-troopers of the e as t” (p. 2*+2), have so far infiltrated
Dutch territory as to take possession of a Dutch fort.
signals the end of the Golden Age,

This

the courier who brings the

news arriving just in time to see Walter the Doubter smoke,
doubt, and breathe his last.
sighted,

The pastoral dream has been

and momentarily realized;

its dissolution is at

hand.
"Under the administration of William Kieft," the governor
who followed Van Twiller,

"the disposition of the inhabitants

of New Amsterdam experienced an essential change" (p. 263) >
reflecting the change that had occured in their government
and in their surrounding world.

Like their new governor

"they became very meddlesome and factious" (p. 263)•

Kieft

was the opposite both physically and intellectually of the
doubtful Van Twiller, and his personality may be gathered from
the fact that "he was universally denominated William the
Testy" (p. 230).
This "brisk, wiry, waspish little old gentleman" (p. 230)
happens also to be Irving*s caricature of Thomas Jefferson.
With that in mind, we may imagine the effects,

comically

portrayed, of the curious and brilliant mind of a Jefferson
on the dull and disinterested Dutch community of New
Amsterdam.

One of the prerequisites of Irving*s pastoral

myth, we have noted, was a tranquil innocence.

So, between

the incursions of Yankee individualism and the enlightened

rule of William the Testy,

the once peaceful community was

well on its way to becoming, instead,
potentate,

"that wise but windy

the sovereign people" (p. 481).

Kieft also bears rather a resemblance to those hated
intruders,

the Yankees.

Not only is he the least tranquil

of men, but his features, like those of the Yankees, have an
unfortunate tendency to reflect his personality.
His face was broad, but his features were
sharp; his cheeks were scorched into a
dusky red by two fiery little grey eyes;
his nose turned up, and the corners of
his mouth turned down, pretty much like
the muzzle of an irritable pug dog.
(p. 231 )
Kieft*s spareness of body and lankness of limb must bring to
mind Irv in g’s caricature of "Brother Jonathan," while his
almost religious devotion to his political aims hints at the
fanaticism of an early Puritan minister.

Kieft also possesse

the windiness of his Yankee neighbors, being given to venting
his anger through "misshapen, nine-cornered Dutch oaths and
epithets" (p. 245).

What a change this is from the silent

Van Twiller, who "rarely spoke, except in monosyllables"
(p. 160), or from the explorer Hendrick Hudson, whose only
comment on discovering the new continent was "See! there!"
(p. 93).
The reason for K i e f t ’s windiness,
his great learning.

Irving implies, is

He had made "gallant inroads

. . . into
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the dead languages” (p. 2 3 1 )9 had "skirmished smartly on the
frontiers of several of the sciences" (p. 232), and had, in
general, learned "so much as to render himself good for
nothing" (p. 227).

And, of greatest detriment to the health

of the pastoral community,

he sought to put all of his

knowledge to use toward the aim of progress.

For the Yankees,

progress took the form of "improving" the land;

for Kieft,

progress was represented by scientific knowledge, new methods
of warfare, and a politically enlightened populace.

All

of these "improvements" fit well into the hardy American
pioneer mythology of superabundance and greener pastures;
and yet, paradoxically,

it is just such improvements which

will use up the superabundance, overwork the greener pastures,
and bring the final disruption of the Dutch me n!s pastoral
exi st en ce .
The rapid growth of the Dutch colony hastens the steady
retreat of the pastoral reality into the mythic dream.

The

larger population and spreading borders of the community
prompt William the Testy to exercise his penchant for law
making.

Having progressed far beyond the pastoral innocence

of Wouter Van Twiller's time, Kieft feels the necessity to
establish laws for his newly-enlightened populace.

So the

colony progresses from having a government which hardly
ruled at all, to having a government which sought to rule
everything.

K i e f t fs laws soon have the community "set
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together by the ea rs,’1 and
£b] y degrees the whole surface of society
was cut up by ditches and fences, and
quickset hedges of the law, and even the
sequestered paths of private life so
beset by petty rules and ordinances, too
numerous to be remembered, that one could
scarce walk at large without the risk of
setting off a spring-g'un or falling into
a man— trap.
(p. 252)
The reign of William the Testy also sees the rise of political
parties, in the guise of the Long-Pipes and the Short-Pipes,
and of the accompanying evil, political meetings.

Having

been goaded into their civic duties by Kieft's laws,

the people

of New Amsterdam begin to cherish ideas of self-government
and the rights of individuals.

They also begin to feel

that the time for expansion has come,

and set about to annex

their neighbors of New Sweden to the south.

The New Amster

dammers had indeed progressed a long way from "those good
old days of simplicity and sunshine" (p.

182) in which

Wouter Van Twiller doubted away the days, and windiness and
politics were unknown in the colony.
Now we begin to see the reasons for Knickerbocker's
hints of gloom so early in the Histo ry .

From the beginning

the old historian has ascribed "the commencement of all the
woes of this great province

...

or, to speak more accurately,

to the tranquil security,

to the unfortunate honesty"

(p. 20A) of the first Dutch administration.

We may remember
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that it was during those early years that the Yankees,
practically unheeded, began to slip into Dutch territory,
"improving” the land as they went.

i

By the end of the reign

of William Kieft, we find that the Yankees have come to view
New Amsterdam as their own hope of pastoral paradise.

"For,

to let the reader into one of the great secrets of history,"
Knickerbocker confides,
the Nieuw Nederlandts had long been re
garded by the whole Yankee race as the
modern land of promise, and themselves
as the chosen and peculiar people des
tined, one day or other, by hook or by
crook, to get possession of it.
In
truth , they are a wonderful and all
prevalent people, of that class who only
require an inch to gain an ell, or a
halter to gain a horse.
From the time
they first gained a foothold on Plymouth
Rock, they began to migrate, progressing
and progressing from place to place,
making a little here and a little there,
and controverting the old proverb, that
a rolling stone gathers no moss.
Hence
they have facetiously received the nick
name of THE PILGRIMS:
that is to say, a
people who are always seeking a better
country than their own.
(p. 288)
Had the Dutchmen not allowed the first incursions of these
"Pilgrims," their own security would not have been threatened
from within by the disruptive influence of the Yankees.
-Irving here again warns against the kind of exaggerated
innocence manifested by his early Dutchmen.

So, in this

sense, turning a completely cfeaf ear to the cares of the world
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worked against the pastoral community.

Failing to realize

their own vulnerability, the Dutchmen assumed themselves to
be isolated from any type of interference.
ambitious nature themselves,

Not being of an

they did not suspect the

Yankees of being a threat to their own security until too
late to avoid disaster.
This early irresposibility gained the Dutch a very
powerful enemy by the end of Kieft's administration.

The

Yankees, and ’’all the ten tribes of their brethren who
inhabit the east country” (p. 287),

formed what Knickerbocker

refers to as the ’’Amphictyonic League" to conquer the promised
land of New Amsterdam.
bundling,

guessing,

shingle-splitting,

It is this coalition of "squatting,

swapping,

pumpkin-eating, molasses-daubing,

cider-watering,

horse-jockeying, notion-

peddling" (p. 2A5) easterners which sees the paradise to
the west, in the form of New Amsterdam, and determines to
acquire it..

William the Testy, having fulminated many

windy and warlike proclamations against them to no avail,
finally expires and leaves the province to be ruled by
Peter Stuyvesant.
S tu yv es an t!s rule is contained in the final three books
of the Hist o ry .

The pastoral dream has, by this point in the

fictional account, been realized and apparently lost in the
disorder of William K i e f t ’s rule.

The story of Stuyve s an tfs

administration shows an attempt to recapture the style of life,
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if not the total innocence, of the early Dutch.
The first step taken by Stuyvesant, or Peter the Head
strong, in trying to return to the old ways, is to regain
the reins of government from the ’’meddlesome spirits and
factious cabinet of William the Testy" (p. 302).

Peter

feels that the general population should be tranquil and
ignorant of worldly matters, as in the Golden Age; he
replaces K i e f t fs windy councilors with fat, peaceful
burghers of his own choosing.

Stuyvesant chooses to rule

alone, dissociated from past rulers or present populace;
Knickerbocker compares him to a "hero of yore" (p. 298)
in his solitary leadership.
P e t e r ’s singular heroism, sometimes termed "obstinacy”
by Knickerbocker,

succeeds in subjugating the province of

New Sweden, as well as the meddlesome inhabitants of the New
Netherlands.

Having put all of the surrounding area under

his own sway, and being relieved of his problems with the
Yankees momentarily due to the "awful plague of witchcraft"
(p* 3k0) which was keeping the easterners busy, Peter seeks
to reinstate the festive times of the early Dutch province.
Dances, quilting bees, husking bees, raising bees, and
various other rural entertainments serve to keep the popular
mind attuned to the pastoral setting, and away from the
problems of politics.
For a time, it does indeed appear that the Dutch have
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managed to return to the uncomplicated paradise of the
Golden Age:

"frolic prevailed through the land" and "the

yeomanry of the Nieuw Nederlands were merry rather than
wise" (p. **51).

However, Peter Stuyvesant*s attempt to

regain the pastoral dream was doomed to failure because the
Dutch people, and their city, had outgrown the innocence
through which the dream had originally been realized.
The Yankees having finally purged themselves of witches,
Stuyvesant volunteers himself for a peace mission between the
two colonies.

With Stuyvesant out of the way, the tendency

toward self-government which had begun to be felt during
K i e f t fs administration reasserts itself in the province of
New Amsterdam.

The entire Dutch population returns to the

ways of politics and the world, with the thin and windy
•councilors of K i e f t fs era taking the lead.

This turn-about

is merely the result, according to Knickerbocker,

of "that

uncommon strength of intellect, which induced Stuyvesant to
trust to nobody but himself" (p. *+75).

In his obstinate

independence Peter had allowed no one to aid him in ruling
New Amsterdam.

Without the strength of his personality to

retain control,

the community soon returns to the old habits

of windiness and worldliness,

forgetting Stuyvesantfs

attempt to return to the Golden Age.
In the meantime,

the Amphictyonic League and Great

Britain had conspired to sieze New Amsterdam.

News of the
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plot reaches the Dutch, and by the time Stuyvesant returns
to his city the windy patriots of the community have stirred
the mob into irretrievable frenzy.
loses all control,

Peter the Headstrong

and the "sovereign people" quickly

capitulate to the British fleet.
Knickerbocker traces the fall of the New Netherlands
back to the early ambitions of expansionism.

Had the Dutch

not wished to sieze new areas of the wilderness,

Ir vi n g ’s

persona assures us, and had they not worked to turn their
pastoral community into a thriving town, they would not
have attracted the attention of other peoples,

and thus

would not themselves have been annexed by the greedy east*
erners.

Isolation,

therefore,

seems the key to retaining

the pastoral ideal.
In their ambition to expand their province,

the Dutch

community is akin to the Yankee individualist; as the Yankees
exploited the land individually, or in families,
wished to do so as a community.

the Dutch

The major difference, of

course, lies in the fact that the Dutch remained a unified
settlement on the land, whereas the Yankees exploited the
wilderness and moved on.

Knicker bo ck er ’s quarrel with

the Yankees— and, possibly,

I r v in g’s quarrel with the

westward-moving pioneers of his own age— occured because the
easterners did not understand the pastoral use of the land,
but only understood the unnecessary abuse of it.
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More important to Irving as an author was the destruction
of the organic attitude of the society toward its environment.
Irving felt, as did later American authors,

that the only

real hope for a life of the imagination in America was to be
found in the timeless quality of the landscape.
pragmatic

With

and mechanical "arts” as the vanguard of American

culture, the society would dissociate itself more and more
from the land, the one unique source of American literary
power as compared to Old World models.28

Yankees'

destruction of the land and the Dutchmen's apparent re
nunciation of their pastoral ideals in favor of practical
politics both indicate pragmatic attitudes inhospitable to
literary and artistic imagination.
Even though the Dutch "empire" in America has become
a thing of the past by the end of the History, we find that
the situation of the Dutch people themselves has not sustained
a total change.

When the British changed "New Amsterdam"

to "New York" they allowed that each Dutchman
should retain peaceful possession of his
house, his vrouw, and his cabbage-garden.
That he should be suffered to smoke his
pipe, speak Dutch, wear as many breeches
as he pleased . . . and should be per
mitted to build his house, follow his
trade, manage his farm, rear his hogs,
.and educate his children, precisely as
his ancestors had done before him from
time immemorial.
(p. 50h)
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In short, the Dutch may remain, in outward form and in
spirit,

the pastoral community of provincial times.

a subject people of the British,

Being

at least technically,

they

no longer need exercise the windy self-government which
caused them such problems earlier.

We may not be able to

characterize the Dutchmen at the end of the History as
pastorally ignorant,

as were their ancestors, but we may

say that, having knowledge of the two extremes of somnolent
and vulnerable innocence,
wisdom,

and of false and self-righteous

the New Amsterdammers at last seem to have arrived

at a compromise between the two.

The end result combines a

reverence for their pastoral existence and a knowledge of
the isolation necessary to maintain it.
Knickerbocker implies that Dutchmen maintained this
compromise even into the days when the History was being
written.

Small villages and out-of-the-way hamlets,

he

notes, are so attuned to the ways of the past that they
function as pastoral communities.

The village of Communi-

paw, out of the way and forgotten since the development of
New Amsterdam, remains the same type of isolated, pastoral
community which saw the first settlement of Dutchmen.

Knick

erbocker claims that "the honest Burghers of Communipaw"
never
trouble their heads about any affairs
out of their immediate neighborhood . . .
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many among them do verily believe that
Holland, of which they have heard so
much from tradition, is situated somewhere
on Long Island * . . and that the city of
New York still goes by the name of Nieuw
Amsterdam.
(p. 104)
In such villages,

Irving seems to Imply, isolationism

allows the continued existence of a pastoral community.
Nature is used, but not exploited;

and community,

which is

at the heart of Irving*s Dutch pastoral myth, is kept intact
without the disruptions of excessive individualism.

In two later works by Irving,

"The Legend of Sleepy

Hollow** and ”Rip Van Winkle*1 (The Sketch Book of Geoffrey
Crayon, Gent.,

1820), we are shown two of these pastoral

communities at a later date.

In both stories Irving develops

the contrast between the pastoral and the progressive,
Dutchman and the Yankee, as he did in the Hi st or y.

the

In

**Sleepy Hollow,” the disrupting influence of the Yankee
Ichabod Crane is disposed of by the native Dutchman Brom
Bones, thereby preserving the isolation of the community.
Ichabod moves on to become a lawyer and a judge,
successful,

’’the

soulless American whose monstrous peccadillos

would be revealed on a larger scale by Theodore Dreiser,
Sinclair Lewis, and John Dos Passos.”29

Again,

the Dutch
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community gained one kind of victory, while Ichabod gained
his own, opposing kind of victory in monetary success.

The

"wiser i n n o c e n c e " 3 0 0 f the Dutch, in a setting roughly one
hundred years later than that of the H i s t o r y , seems in this
story to have guided them to a permanent attainment of the
pastoral ideal.
Communipaw, the original Dutch settlement in A History
of New Y o r k , managed the same kind of success through iso
lation.

Communipaw's loss of status as a result of the

founding of New Amsterdam left it free and isolated from
further disruption.

As a result,

the numerous little villages

Communipaw remains "one of

. . . which are so many strong

holds and fastnesses, whither the primitive manners of our
Dutch forefathers, have ©treated" (p. 105)*

Perhaps this is

the myth of I rv i n g fs History which endures— a village where
everybody lives "in profound and enviable ignorance of all
the troubles, anxieties,
planet" (p. 10^).

and revolutions of this distracted

In such sleepy hollows the pastoral myth

of America lives on without the possibility of destruction—
a myth, like any other, with its only true location in
literature.
And yet, in "Pip Van Winkle," which may be considered
the final work of Irving*s "American period," we see the
pastoral ideal put aside by the Dutch community, and its
former innocence retained by the single figure of Rip Van Winkle.
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Rip, childlike in his innocence
to mind the

and irresponsibility, brings

earlier Dutchmen of Van

T w i l l e r fs time, We see

in him not only a man spared the ordeal of gaining maturity,
but also the type of a culture outpaced by time.

During Rip's

twenty-year

sleep of isolation, the

formed, and

"the very character of the people seemed changed"

to include

"a busy, bustling,

peaceful village is trans

disputatious tone"31 reminiscent

of William K i e f t ?s administration in the H is tory.
In both these short stories,

Irving showed the Dutch

pastoral community virtually unchanged from his parting
picture in A History of New Y o r k .

But in "Rip Van Winkle"

the cultural contrast between peaceful Dutchmen and politi
cized Yankees results in the complete disruption of the
pastoral community.

The Dutch hamlet is transformed into an

American town, and its inhabitants into American citizens
eager to participate in the progress of the new nation.
As "the very character of the people seemed changed," perhaps
the optimism of the author himself also had changed in the
ten years between A History of New York and "Rip Van Winkle."
In any case,

Irving used the pseudonym "Diedrich Knickerbocker"

only once more in his career ("Dolph Heyliger," Bracebrjdge
H a l l ) , in a story which contained neither the pastoral idea
nor any direct cultural contrast.32
lost, in those ten years,

Irving seems to have

both the exuberance it took to

create the History and the optimism required to see the

*fO

possibility of compromise between pastoral attitudes and
ideals and the spirit of "modernism" which tended more and
more to subjugate those ideals to the growth of a "progressive"
culturee
While there can be little doubt that comedy was I r v i n g ’s
main objective in writing A History of New Y o r k , the two
strands of American mythology, their tensions and interre
lations, v/ould seem to be an instinctive outgrowth of the
original idea.

The more serious

implications of both myth

and satire were possibly less conscious motives of the
author than a literary rendering of his sense of the time in
which he lived.

To a modern audience the myth, as well as

the satire of the Hi story, are almost hidden beneath the
humor.

Ir vi ng ’s tale of "patient industry overtopped by

windy speculation" (p. 250) stands, instead, as his most
boisterous comic effort.
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Notes

1 Hector St. John de Crevecoeur, using a similar controlling image— America as a fertile ground for cultivation-describes in Letter III of Letters of an American Farmer how
Europeans, transplanted to America, "become men; in Europe
they were so many useless plants, wanting vegatative mould
and refreshing showers; they withered and were mowed down by
want, hunger, and war; but now by the power of transplantation,
like all other plants they have taken root and flourished!"
2 Charles Brockden Brown, Preface to The American Review
and Literary Journal for the Year 1801, in The American
Literary Revolution, 17&3-T 8 3 7 , Documents in American Civi
lization Series, ed. Robert E. Spiller (New York:
Doubleday
& Company, 1967), p. 34.
3 Brown, p. 34.
^ Annette Kolodny discusses the role of literary
imagery in defining America's attitude tov/ard itself in her
book The Lay of the Land (Chapel Hill:
The University of
North Carolina Press, 1975); see especially pp. 138-160.
On the relationship of the pastoral ideal and technology
in American culture, see Leo Marx, The Machine in the
Garden (New York:
Oxford University Press, 19647.
5 An interesting overview of New York society, commerce,
and culture at the beginning of the nineteenth century will
be found in Van Wyck Brooks' The World of Washington Irving
(New York:
E. P. Dutton & Company, 19A4J, pp. 27-55.
^ Besides the doubt about his career plans, Irving's
mind was also troubled with grief at this time for his
fiancee, Mathilda Hoffman, who died in April, 1809.
For
Miss Hoffman's influence on Irving's thought, see Stanley
T. Williams, The Life of Washington Irving (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1935)» I> pp. 74-110.
7 Williams, p.

112.

8 Martin Roth, noting Irving's preference for food
imagery, characterizes the world of the Dutchmen's sensuality
as an American "Land of Cocaigne" and links it with the "fool's
paradise" of Rabelais; Roth's discussion appears in his book
Comedy and America (New York:
Kennikat Press, 1976), pp.
129-143.
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9 Marx, p. 23.
10 See Howard Mumford Jones, 0 Strange New World (New
York:
The Viking Press, 1964)* pp. 327-343.
^1 Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature
(New York:
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1975)» p. 192.
12 Washington Irving, A History of New York (New York:
G. P. P u t n a m fs S o n fs, 1848), p. 382.
All further references
to this work appear in the text,
13 Marx, p. 25.
14 Kolodny, p. 60.
15 For the purposes of this paper I am considering
Book I as separate from the rest of the H is tory. The first
book has little bearing on the pastoral ideals dealt with in
the remainder of the work and stands most effectively, as
Irving meant that it should, as a parody of certain high
handed attempts at historical writing prevalent in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth century.
Therefore, the
"opening chapters" referred to are those of Book II.
16 A part of the account of Arthur Barlowe, a member of
Sir Walter Raleigh's crew, of first landing in the New World
shows the
familiar image of America as a bountiful garden:
"[we] found shole water wher we smelt so sweet, and so
strong a smel, as if we had bene in the midst of some delicate
garden abounding with all kinds of odiferous flowers."
Quoted from Marx, p. 37.
I? William Bradford's first impression of his new land
was of a "hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild
beasts and wild men."
Quoted from Marx, p. 41.
^ The sections which mention Van Kortlandt and his
dream were added to the History in the 1819 edition.
It
seems likely that Irving, having had time to think over the
work in its entirety, created Van Kortlandt's dream with the
overall pattern of the History in mind.
^9 See Kolodny's discussion of the "land-as-mother"
metaphor, especially pp. 3-74.
20
Kolodny, p. J+.
21 Jones, p. viii.
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^ I rving1s use of negative reasons for the D ut ch me n ’s
contentment recalls Crevecoeur’s similar use of the device
in Letter III of his Letters of an American Farmer when he
states that in America there are ”no aristocratical families,
no courts, no kings, no bishops, no ecclesiastical dominion,
no invisible power giving to a few a very visible one, no
great manufacturers employing thousands, no great refinements
of luxury.”
23 ’’Brother Jonathan,” the awkward, shrewd, and con
stantly bartering Yankee, had been around in story since
possibly before the American Revolution.
Jonathan emerged
from the word-of-mouth background of folk caricature in
Royall Tyler's play The Contrast (1787), and swiftly gained
status as an American figure by appearing in numerous other
plays during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.
For a detailed discussion of the Yankee character in Amer
ican literature, see Constance Rourke, American Humor (New
York:
Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1931)', PP* 17-20.
See also Daniel Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fiction
(New York:
Oxford University Press, 196T7, passim.
24 The first study of Daniel Boone appeared in John
F i l s o n ’s work The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State
of Kentueke (17^4); whether Irving read the original or not
is irrelevant, since the popularity of the frontiersman
figure quickly made it public property.
23 Lewis Leary discusses the character of ”Dirk Schuiler”
from a rather different point of view as progenitor of later
American literary characters such as Leatherstocking, Huckle
berry F i n n ’s father, and ’’many of the valiant vagabonds who
appear on horse or motorcycle, bravely rapacious, in filmed
adventures today,” and also as a close relative of Irving’s
”Brom B ones” in ’’The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” in The Comic
Imagination in American L i t er a tu re , Louis D. Rubin, Jr., ed.
(New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 1973), pp. 70-72.
26 Crevecoeur’s disenchantment with the American back
woodsman can be gathered from Letter III.
He writes that men
of the frontier "were driven there by misfortunes, necessity
of beginnings, desire of acquiring large tracts of land,
idleness, frequent want of economy, ancient debts . . . There
men appear to be no better than carnivorous animals of a
superior rank . . . and are wholly left dependent on their
native tempers and on the spur of uncertain industry, which
often fails when not sanctified by the efficacy of a few
moral rules.”
^7 Martin Roth in Comedy and America and Stanley T.

Williams in his Life of Washington Irving both discuss the
likeness of William "Kieftfs personality and policies to those
of Jefferson.
The relationships of other characters to
contemporary figures are discussed by Mary Weatherspoon
Bowden, "Knickerbocker1s History and. the E n l i g h t e n e d 1 Men
of New York City," American Literature k7:
159-172.
28 The emphasis on practicality in American culture is
noted by Jones, p. 3kk*
29 Leary, in The Comic Imagination in American Lit
erature, p. 75.
30 Frederick I. Carpenter, "The American Myth:
Paradise
(To Be) Regained," PMLA 7k (1959)j p. 606.
Mr, Carpenter
discusses American mythology in terms of the value of the
"American Adam" theory, concluding that the literary evoca
tions of "the American myth" suggest not a figure of vulner
able, prelapsarian innocence, but rather one of a "wiser
innocence" seeking a postlapsarian paradise.
3^ Washington Irving, "Rip Van Winkle" in The Sketch
Book of Geoffrey Crayon, G e n t . (New York:
G. P. P u t n a m ’s
Sons, 18L8), p. 67.
32 Lewis Leary discusses the important differences
between I rving’s two major personae, "Diedrich Knickerbocker"
and "Geoffrey Crayon," and the ways in which these difference
reflect I r vi n g ’s own attitudes, in his article "The Two
Voices of Washington Irving" in From Irving to Steinbeck,
ed. Motley Deakin and Peter Lisca (Gainesville:
The Univer
sity of Florida Press, 1972), pp. 13-29.
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